Estimates of prospective change in self-rated health in older people were biased owing to potential recalibration response shift.
Evidence shows that self-rated health (SRH) remains remarkably stable during aging. Individuals may change their conceptualization of health or revise their standard of good health when facing health decline. Although this "response shift" phenomenon is potentially beneficial to the individual, it also challenges comparison of SRH assessments over time. The present study investigates this response shift. Data come from two waves (T1 and T2) of the Longitudinal Aging Study Amsterdam (N: 1,274; age: 55-89 years; mean follow-up: 3.6 years). Linear regression models were used for predicting SRH at T1 and T2. To capture changes in individual health standards, we administered a then-test at T2, asking respondents to retrospectively rate their health at T1 again. No support was found for a changed conceptualization of SRH after health decline: predictive models for SRH at T1 and T2 were not significantly different. In the subgroup that reported identical SRH at T1 and T2, participants who experienced incident diseases were three times more likely to retrospectively overrate health at T1 with the then-test, suggesting that they had a lowered health standard. Older people's concept of health remains stable when they encounter significant health problems, but they potentially lower their standard of good health over time.